IRRESPONSIBLE  ADVISERS

the dangers into which the Queen's antagonism to Mr Gladstone was
leading her:

His refusal to recant politically... quite definitely prevented a real conflict
between the Queen and her Liberal Governments, which might have taken
place if her animosity had not been occasionally curbed. Unrestrained, with
a Private Secretary who encouraged her in expressions of indignation; she
might have found herself confronted with resignations, full reasons being
given for them, and a first-class constitutional crisis would certainly have
arisen.1

Lord Ponsonby of Shulbrede has thus described General Ponsonby's
methods:

The difficulties and obstacles he had constantly to overcome can now be
shown as not only consisting in sometimes redrafting or toning down the
Queen's first impetuous expressions of opinion, in fact, to use a modern
metaphor, acting as a shock-absorber, but in actually reaching her, in pene-
trating the atmosphere which surrounded her, in threading his way through
the official tangles, in counteracting what he deemed to be objectionable
influences and in preventing her seclusion becoming an excuse for forcing
her into a backwater. Further it can be noticed that in the longer political
communications, while the Queen's general style is skilfully retained, the
arguments, the protests and the queries are set out with a clarity and sequence
of thought of which, unaided she would have been quite incapable. The
pepper and mustard are retained as light seasoning but not intruded as potent
ingredients.2

The documents make plain that General Ponsonby had a very
definite theory of royal duty. The Queen was to be an adviser, a brake,
an arbiter, but not a protagonist. She was impetuous in her judgments,
obstinate in her opinions, and sweeping in her expressions, while she
was remote from the influences which made nineteenth-century Radical-
ism and did not appreciate the sources from which they had sprung.
His task was not to make her a Liberal but to prevent her Toryism from
leading her into a conflict inappropriate to a monarch. It is difficult for
us, in these days, to appreciate the virulence of Society's opposition to
Mr Gladstone and therefore to understand and excuse the behaviour of
the Queen. The Radical Movement was slowly but nevertheless inevit-
ably destroying the foundations on which Victorian privilege rested,

1 Ibid. p. 172.                                  " IKd. p. 173-
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